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The 'Seventies

1. THE FIRST GLADSTONE GOVERNMENT, 1868-74

Gladstone. The Liberals under Gladstone's leadership won the
general election of 1868, the first election under the new semi-
working-class franchise, with a majority of about a hundred
seats over the Conservatives led by Disraeli. When Gladstone
received the telegram1 from the Queen inviting him to form a
government he was out on his estate at Hawarden in Cheshire,
in his shirt-sleeves, engaged in his favourite pastime of cutting
down trees. Having read the telegram he remarked 'Very
significant' to a friend who was standing by3 and resumed his
assault on the tree.

William Ewart Gladstone was at this date a man of fifty-eight.
He was the son of a very wealthy Scottish merchant, resident in
Liverpool and, after a brilliant career at Eton and Oxford, he
had entered parliament as a Tory in 1832, just after the first
Reform Bill. As a member of Peel's government he had sup-
ported Peel in repealing the Corn Law (1846) and with him had
been ejected from the Tory party, which thenceforth found a
new leader in Disraeli. The Teelites' (Peel himself having died
in 1850) joined the Whigs or Liberals under Palmerston in 1859.
Up to 1868 Gladstone had been known chiefly as a Chancellor
of the Exchequer. His numerous budgets, from 1853 onwards,
had drastically simplified and improved the system of taxation,
and he was regarded as beyond question the greatest living
British financier. Apart from this he was known also as a devout
churchman, and one who judged every political question from
a moral standpoint. He had, for example, exposed in 1852 the
iniquitous treatment of political prisoners by the Neapolitan
government of that date, and in the years that followed had been

1 The electric telegraph system had been introduced about twenty
years before this date,
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